2017 Convocation Keynote by Rao, Gouthami, 08
Good	morning	everyone!		
It’s	so	great	to	be	back	on	the	old	stomping	grounds	of	IMSA’s	campus.	I	hope	you’ve	all	
had	a	restful	and	eventful	summer	and	are	ready	to	ring	in	a	new	year	with	your	fellow	
classmates!		
This	year	I	hope	you	will	accomplish	some	or	all	of	your	personal	and	academic	goals,	
and	I’ve	got	a	few	tricks	up	my	sleeve	that	I’ve	learned	over	the	years	to	build	
confidence	in	achieving	those	goals:		
1.	Know	that	you	are	accomplished		
2.	Your	career	trajectory	may	not	be	linear	and	that’s	normal,	and		
3.	Don’t	forget	about	the	meaningful	relationships	in	your	life.	
By	raising	your	hands,	how	many	of	you	have	heard	of	the	imposter	syndrome?		
Two	American	psychologists,	Pauline	Clance	and	Suzanne	Imes,	coined	the	term	in	1978	
and	described	it	as	a	feeling	of	“phoniness	in	people	who	believe	that	they	are	not	
intelligent,	capable	or	creative	despite	evidence	of	high	achievement.”	While	these	
people	“are	highly	motivated	to	achieve,”	they	also	“live	in	fear	of	being	‘found	out’	or	
exposed	as	frauds.”		
I	hadn’t	heard	of	this	term	until	I	was	chatting	with	a	friend	about	how	at	my	high	school	
I	always	felt	like	everyone	else	around	me	was	smarter	at	EVERYTHING	and	that	I	never	
knew	if	I	was	good	enough	to	be	where	I	was.	I	remember	thinking	to	myself	when	I	got	
off	IMSA’s	waitlist	that	I	wasn’t	good	enough	because	I	didn’t	make	it	in	the	first	round	
or	when	I	finished	the	Excel	program	I	thought	they	must	still	know	that	I	have	no	idea	
what	I’m	doing,	right?	From	getting	a	C	on	my	Ad	Chem	final	to	struggling	with	Calc	III,	I	
sometimes	questioned	my	intelligence	and	that	never	felt	good.		
My	friend	mentioned	that	that’s	exactly	what	the	professors	warned	the	first	year	
medical	students	on	the	first	day	of	medical	school.	That	they	will	feel	like	others	have	
higher	credentials,	better	grades,	better	test	scores,	and	you’ll	think	you’re	just	not	
good	enough.	
So	how	do	you	tackle	this	mindset?	First,	recognize	that	you	are	not	alone	and	probably	
the	person	sitting	to	the	left	and	right	of	you	has	experienced	the	same	feeling.	I	came	
to	terms	with	the	fact	that	IMSA,	along	with	supportive	parents,	taught	me	to	be	
confident	in	my	abilities	from	a	young	age	and	when	I	doubted	myself	to	acknowledge	I	
was	being	too	hard	on	myself	and	focus	on	the	task	at	hand.	I	believe	IMSA	was	the	
most	academically	rigorous	experience	I’ve	had	to	date	and	I	had	to	learn	my	own	
coping	mechanisms	on	how	to	pull	myself	together,	which	only	prepared	me	further	
before	setting	foot	into	college.		
I	headed	off	to	Emory	University	thinking	I’d	be	a	political	science	or	international	
relations	major	because	I	loved	all	of	my	history	classes	at	IMSA.	One	semester	in,	I	was	
trudging	through	my	national	politics	course	and	ended	up	enamored	by	my	
environmental	science	class	instead,	along	with	the	professors	in	that	department.	I	also	
knew	that	I	enjoyed	conducting	research	after	two	years	of	Inquiry	projects	so	I	worked	
in	a	West	Nile	Virus	research	lab,	which	was	the	very	beginning	of	my	fascination	with	
water.	I	remembered	doing	very	simple	water	quality	tests	for	nitrates	and	phosphates	
from	the	nearby	University	creeks	and	I	thought	to	myself	it’s	interesting	that	the	
quality	of	water	can	influence	mosquito	growth,	but	how	does	this	water	relate	to	
humans	and	what	else	is	in	the	water?	With	the	support	of	my	mentor,	Dr.	Gonzalo	
Vazquez-Prokopec,	I	was	encouraged	to	seek	out	and	work	with	another	mentor,	Dr.	
Karen	Levy,	at	Rollins	School	of	Public	Health	whose	focus	aligned	more	with	my	
interests	in	the	cross-section	between	the	environment	and	human	health.	Her	work	
focused	on	environmental	microbiology	in	water,	sanitation,	and	hygiene	(or	WASH),	
specifically	within	developing	countries.	I	worked	with	her	in	many	capacities:	as	a	work-
study	student,	a	thesis	student,	a	co-author,	and	now	as	a	co-instructor	on	a	graduate	
course	called	“Research	Methods	on	Studies	of	Water	and	Health.”	But	here’s	the	catch:	
I	didn’t	have	it	all	figured	out	from	day	1	of	freshman	year,	it	took	some	time	but	I	
discovered	that	I	was	passionate	about	our	relationship	with	water	and	specifically	how	
we	can	prevent	others,	especially	children	under	five,	dying	of	diarrheal	diseases	every	
day.	Throughout	the	process	of	learning	what	I	love,	I	never	underestimated	the	
importance	of	a	good	mentor.	When	the	imposter	syndrome	would	sometimes	leak	into	
my	thoughts,	I	had	excellent	mentors	like	Gonzalo	and	Karen	who	believed	not	just	in	
the	work	I	did,	but	also	believed	in	me.	
Professional	relationships	are	without	a	doubt	extremely	important,	but	so	are	the	
personal	relationships.	When	I	was	living	in	western	rural	Kenya	for	almost	two	years	
working	on	a	WASH	and	nutrition	randomized	controlled	trial	I	didn’t	realize	how	much	I	
would	miss	my	friends	and	family.	I	was	supervising	field	collection	teams	weekly,	
managing	our	project	associates,	projecting	budgets	for	supplies	needed,	assisted	PhD	
students	in	collecting	their	data,	and	it	was	equally	exhilarating	as	it	was	exhausting.	I	
called,	texted,	and	skyped	frequently	with	family	and	friends,	but	I	was	torn	between	
the	work	I	cared	so	passionately	about	and	the	emotional	and	social	support	I	needed	in	
my	life.	I	was	often	lonely	and	it	took	a	good	deal	of	courage	to	end	my	contract	a	few	
months	earlier	than	planned,	but	it	was	the	best	and	healthiest	decision	I	could’ve	done	
for	myself.		
And	now,	I	work	as	an	environmental	microbiologist	for	the	Centers	for	Disease	Control	
and	Prevention	focusing	on	building	environmental	health	and	environmental	
microbiology	laboratory	capacity	in	Freetown,	Sierra	Leone-where	Ebola	hit	the	
communities.	The	work	seems	to	get	bigger	and	bigger	in-scale,	and	sometimes	the	
voice	of	the	imposter	syndrome	lingers,	but	after	years	of	self-confidence	training	since	
IMSA	it’s	become	a	softer	voice	over	time.		
Now	here’s	your	first	problem-set	for	the	year	and	I	promise	it	won’t	be	graded	(and	for	
those	of	you	who	don’t	know	what	a	problem-set	is	you’ll	find	out	soon	enough).	I	
challenge	you	to	acknowledge	that	your	accomplishments	are	valid,	you	don’t	have	to	
figure	out	every	step	of	your	professional	life	right	away;	and	family,	friends	and	loved	
ones	are	a	critical	support	system	that	you	may	need	to	lean	on.	I	learned	these	key	
perspectives	starting	here	at	IMSA	and	it’s	translated	to	every	little	or	big	success	I’ve	
had	to	date.	It	helps	keep	in	perspective	where	I	am	right	now,	where	I	am	heading,	and	
who	is	going	to	be	a	part	of	that	journey	with	me.	It’s	helped	me	an	awful	lot	over	the	
past	12	years	and	I	hope	it	will	help	you	too.	Thank	you	and	good	luck	with	the	New	
Year!	
	
	
	
	
	
